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Abstract 
This research looks at the works of Mario Rigoni Stern and focuses on the literary features of the writer’s works, so closely 
related with the tragic experience of war and with events in his area of origin: the Asiago plateau at the foot of the Alps. The other 
dominant fact was nostalgia for the native mountain village. The war, its causes, ideological conflicts are depicted together with 
the scenes showing real life of people and their feelings. 
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1. Introduction 
It is not commonly known that Benito Mussolini sent a large army to support Germany's invasion of the Soviet 
Union in World War II. By the summer of 1942, about 230,000 Italian soldiers were in Russia. In December 1942 
and January 1943, the Russian counter-offensive routed and surrounded the poorly equipped Italians (Messe, 2005). 
The only way to escape the Soviet encirclement was to slog westwards for over 300 miles, by foot and without 
supplies, through winter conditions with temperatures as low as minus 30 degrees Centigrade, all the while having to 
engage in periodic attacks on Russian villages, participate in rear guard actions, and endure strafing from Russian 
planes (Biagi, 2005). About 45,000 Italian soldiers managed to escape; Mario Rigoni Stern was one of them and Il 
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sergente nella neve is his memoir of that episode.  
2. The Sergeant in the Snow  
The Italian participation in the Eastern Front during World War II began after the launch of “Operation 
Barbarossa” on 22 June 1941. To show solidarity with the Germans, Italian dictator Benito Mussolini ordered a 
contingent of the Italian Royal Army to be prepared for the Eastern Front and, by early July, an Italian force was in 
transport. Constituted on 10 July 1941, the Italian Expeditionary Corps in Russia (Corpo di Spedizione Italiano in 
Russia, or CSIR) arrived in southern Russia between July and August 1941 (Jowett, 2000)  In July 1942, Mussolini 
scaled up the Italian effort on the Eastern Front and the CSIR became the 8th Italian Army. The 8th Italian Army was 
also known as the Italian Army in Russia (Armata Italiana in Russia, or ARMIR).  
The Italian Army had developed very good mountain troops and tactics fighting the Austrians in the Alps in 
World War I, and the three divisions of Alpini Mussolini sent east could have made a real contribution if they had 
been assigned to the Caucasus, where they were supposed to go (Molinari, 2007). But the Germans sent these 
mountain troops to hold the line in flat farmland along the Don where all their training was wasted, and their small, 
portable weaponry was guaranteed to be outgunned by massed Soviet armor.  
The situation for the Italian troops along the Don River remained stable until the Soviets launched “Operation 
Saturn” on 11 December 1942. The aim of this operation was the annihilation of the Italian, Hungarian, Romanian, 
and German positions along the Don River (Boffa, 2007). After heavy fighting which resulted in the Battle of 
Nikolajevka, the Alpini remnants breached the encirclement and reached new defensive positions set up to the West 
by the Germans. About 130,000 Italians had been surrounded by the Soviet offensive and according to Italian 
sources, about 20,800 soldiers died in the fighting, 64,000 were captured, and 45,000 were able to withdraw (Caruso, 
2003). At the time, Rigoni Stern was 21 years old, he was a sergeant, and whenever the lieutenants in command of 
his platoon were wounded or incapacitated, command fell to him.  
Mario Rigoni Stern was born on November 1, 1921 in Asiago, Veneto, Italy. He spent his early years among the 
shepherds and the mountaineers of the Asiago Plateau, just after the Great War. In 1938 he became a cadet at the 
military alpine academy at Aosta and subsequently fought as a member of the Alpine Corps in France, Greece, 
Albania, Russia. After the Italian armistice with the allies of September 1943 and the subsequent civil war, he 
refused to continue serving in the army of Mussolini's puppet-republic of Salò and was interned in a German prison 
camp. On 9 May 1945, spirit broken, and haunted by his comrades dead on the Russian Steppe, Rigoni Stern finally 
returned to his native Italy. His ordeal as an Italian soldier in wartime Russia became the subject of his first book, Il 
sergente nella neve (1953, translated the following year as The Sergeant in the Snow), a memoir which Italo Calvino 
compared to the military histories of Xenophon (Thomson, 2008). The book's mesmeric story-telling and difference 
in kind from all other post-Fascist accounts of the Second World War instantly made it an Italian classic. In its 
language and style, as well as in its descriptions of the soldiers and their behavior, the book made a sharp break with 
Fascistic military rhetoric (Marrone and Puppa, 2006).  
Rigoni never expected to make a living as a writer, and accepted a job with his local council, where he continued 
to work until 1970, before deciding to devote himself entirely to writing. In 1953 he had sent the manuscript of his 
first book to the writer Elio Vittorini, who worked for the Einaudi publishing house. Vittorini replied: “We'll publish 
your book, though I don't think you have a vocation as a writer.” He was proved wrong. In addition to the enormous 
success of his debut, Rigoni was to publish a dozen novels and collections of short stories on the themes which most 
interested him - war and nature - and he went on to win many more of Italy's leading literary prizes. Indeed, Vittorini 
perceived one of the most peculiar characteristics in Rigoni Stern’s writing: Even when not based on events that he 
has personally lived, his narrative takes the form of a private writing. The novel itself could be considered a diary 
(Marrone and Puppa, 2006).  
In the first third of this book, Rigoni Stern tells of his company's defense of their stronghold along the Don 
against the initial phases of the Russian counter-attack. His story is one of bravery, fortitude, and resourcefulness, 
completely at odds with the myth of the inept Italian soldier. You could tell our man and the men he was describing 
are Italian and really have no interest in being on the Don in the middle of a Russian Winter. There is not a lot of talk 
of politics, just a bunch of guys that would much rather be at home in their villages. And yet, our guy is obviously a 
leader and trying his best to serve his unit and take care of his men. His love of his men and their love of him are 
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palpable. The first part of the book is almost happy: Stern and his fellow Alpini are dug in along the Don, making 
the best of it, trying to find better food, telling stories, keeping watch, doing all the things guys in a small unit do to 
keep busy on a static front. Nobody is that eager for combat, not the Italians, or the Rumanians and Hungarians 
beside them, or even the Russians emplaced across the river. Everybody’s hoping things can stay static. They do not, 
of course. But once you have read this part, you will never forget the weird dreamy happiness of just having a good 
meal in the bunker, laughing at the weird way guys from different parts of Italy say things, passing the time. 
Then the book shifts gears fast. The line collapses for a hundred miles on either side and the Alpini have to get out. 
On foot, mostly. Stern is great describing walking through the snow. In fact the book starts with a line like, “My 
head is still full of the sound of snow crunching under my boots.” The Alpini are tough guys, and they stay out of 
“The Bag” long enough to get back inside the Wehrmacht’s new defensive line. Written in a dry and direct style, the 
second part is composed of short episodes that describe the sufferings of the soldiers and their contact with death. 
Rigoni Stern also recounted his own responsibilities of command when he became the highest-ranking surviving 
member of his unit (Marrone and Puppa, 2006).  
 “The Sergeant in the Snow” was not written, he said, to claim a role as a hero, but as a tribute to his fellow 
soldiers and the ordinary Russians who gave them shelter. Like Levi he felt that “only by putting it down in print can 
I save myself from madness” (Mendicino, 2013). Primo Levi was the author of a much-admired memoir about his 
experiences during the Second World War. But the two men wrote from utterly contrasting perspectives. Levi, an 
Italian Jew, survived Auschwitz, recounting his sufferings there and on his arduous return home in If This Is a Man 
(1947). On the contrary Rigoni at first served the fascist state.  
In spite of his early success, Rigoni Stern remained a maverick who kept his distance from Italy's literary salons 
and coteries. He felt happiest in his hometown of Asiago, in a chilly upland region between the Alps and the 
Adriatic, where he liked to chop wood and tend to his beehives (Mendicino, 2013; Thomson, 2008). For three 
centuries his ancestors had lived amid Asiago's alpine pastures, crossing and recrossing the mountain ranges as far as 
Padua to sell butter and cheese. Asiago is a north Italian peasant society without noblemen, castles or grand villas; 
prim window-boxes and green-tiled churches suggest an Italian Bavaria. Il sergente della neve is permeated by a 
pragmatism typical of mountain people; the heroism of the characters comes from the simple acts and the solidarity 
of everyday people forced to live exceptional events (Marrone and Puppa, 2006). Rigoni Stern's second book, Il 
bosco degli urogalli (“The Grouse Forest”, 1962), is a collection of short stories set mostly in Asiago. Its terse, Jack 
London-like accounts of hunters and wild dogs deeply impressed the Auschwitz survivor and fellow writer Primo 
Levi, who saw in Rigoni Stern a kindred spirit. Levi wrote an admiring letter to Rigoni Stern, asking if they could 
meet. This was to become Rigoni Stern's most important literary friendship; it took root immediately and continued 
for a quarter of a century until Levi's suicide in 1987. Primo Levi once wrote, “that Mario Rigoni Stern exists has 
something of the miraculous about it . . . and it is equally miraculous that Rigoni is what he is, that he has succeeded 
in remaining authentic and modest in an era of suicidal urbanization and confusion of values” (Levi, 2008). By his 
own admission, Rigoni Stern admired Levi's capacity to make comic drama out of his own wartime ordeal; Levi, for 
his part, was awed by Rigoni Stern's practical resourcefulness; here was a resilient, reassuringly rock-like man who 
wrote beautifully yet was able to survive in the wilds (Levi, 2008).  
Underpinning all of Rigoni's work is his vision of a society whose individual “protagonists” are rooted in a 
network of community, stretching backward and forward in time and outward across class and ethnic boundaries, 
and where the human community is committed to maintaining its symbiotic relationship with nature (Stern, 1999). 
Rigoni's vision necessarily comprises values such as social justice, peaceful co-existence, and freedom of 
expression, for which he was awarded Italy's PEN prize in 1999 (for his collection of stories, Sentieri sotto la 
neve (Paths Under the Snow), and for which Primo Levi dedicated a poem to Rigoni and their mutual friend Nuto 
Revelli, who also served on the Russian front (Affinati, 2003).  
In Rigoni’s works “the narrator is himself and everyone else, just as in the great tradition of southern Verism”; and 
where style is concerned, “the precise wording is the result of direct experience, not formal research” for its own 
sake (Affinati, 2003).  
The breadth of his vision, together with his loyalty to certain themes (the relationship between the individual and 
nature, the value of friendship, the importance of moral uprightness), is evident in the pages of his works. Rigoni 
Stern describes with simple language the hardship of cold, the joy of comradeship, the generosity of man, his 
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empathy with nature and other humans. The positions assumed by this venerable author include the dehumanizing 
effects of war and a consequent determination to prevent its recurrence, affection for nature and the environment, 
and a sense of region and family as more definitive of our human identity than national boundaries or political 
rhetoric. In this unusually honest book such views are the hard-earned results of often difficult lived experiences that 
are always evoked with admirable and convincing clarity.   
This narrative paints a broad fresco of Italy's history in this century, chronicling social and political change so 
radical and profound that it has touched even those in such secluded provincial communities as that which Rigoni 
Stern has so masterfully described. Most of Rigoni's comrades are vividly portrayed, and the furious breakout battles 
are given a dry, perceptive tone often lacking in more ponderous books. Also, Rigoni Stern is well aware of the 
stupidity of the Italian involvement in the Russian campaign, and doesn't hide its sympathy for the ordeals of the 
local population, and the valour of the “enemy”. In one memorable accident, during the Nikolaievksa battle Rigoni 
stumble into a Russian squad hiding and eating inside an “isba”. He is scared, but he is hungry too, so he asks for 
something to eat, thanks everyone and gets out unharmed. It is a small episode, but the author manages to put into it 
all the significance of what people can do when they do not hate each other (Rigoni Stern, 2008).  
Rigoni relays the essence of the Italian spirit, so different from that of the stern and disciplined Germans, and 
recounts in flowing narrative and earthy dialogue exactly what it was like to march, hungry and exhausted, over 300 
miles in the Russian winter.  
As mentioned above, the climax of the action takes place on the memorable 26th of January when the Italians and 
Germans defeat, at terrible cost, three Soviet divisions at Nikolajevka and finally break out of the encirclement: “My 
men hesitate, hold back, one or two of them are already wounded, and I shout: 'Come on.' I too hesitate a bit, but 
we're in it now, whatever happens.” (Rigoni Stern, 2008).  
The book is also a straightforward testimony in favor of Italian “natural” morality and humaneness. Rigoni has 
great sympathy for the Russian people; he understands that he is waging an unjust war on them, does not like it, but, 
of course, has no choice but to perform his duty as scrupulously as he can. The march, the suffering, the sticking 
together as the army disintegrates, the hopeless battles, are all parts of a job that has to be done.  
3. Conclusion 
For Sergeant Rigoni the unfortunate soldier of the Russian campaign, reality seems to have been limited by two 
orders of facts: one was his battalion, kept together by the peculiarly strong esprit de corps which characterizes 
Italian Alpine troops (Rigoni Stern, 2005). This meant that particular job of war that had to be done by him and his 
comrades. The other dominant fact was nostalgia for the native mountain village. The rest, war in general, its causes, 
the ideological conflicts connected with it, and even the Italian army at large, were just abstractions to be best 
ignored.  
The fighting in the book is almost drugged out, slowed down in the cold. Nobody really wants to go outside and 
fight. They want to go inside somewhere and stop marching, have something to eat, to keep the furnace going, keep 
the core temperature up. When you have finished this book, you do not really think about battle maps or military 
history; you remember that crunch of the snow and the long, long convoys in retreat, and all the weird little tribes 
jabbering at each other in a dozen languages in the snow. 
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